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Some Reflections of My Life
An Account of Mission Work among the Cherokee
by MRS. C.B. (ABELONE) LARSEN

Editor's Introduction
In 1892, at the invitation of a Danish immigrant who had
married a Cherokee woman in what was then Indian Territory,
the Danish Lutheran Church Association sent a student from
Trinity Seminary in Blair, Nebraska, to investigate the possibility of doing mission work among the Cherokee. The student,
Niels Laurits Nielsen, returned in the summer of 1893 and
began working among the Cherokee, eventually founding a
school and a church at Oaks, Oklahoma. The Oaks mission
became one of the most important missions of the United Danish
Evangelical Lutheran Church (later the UELC) and continues as
an institution supported by the present Evangelical Lutheran
Church in America (ELCA).
The following account by Abelone Larsen records her years at
Oaks between 1913 and 1919. Arriving in the United States as
a young immigrant woman of twenty, her desire was "to serve
God. " After working in Chicago for several years, she was invited by Niels Laurits Nielsen to join the mission staff in
Oklahoma. Here she served off and on between 1913 and 1919.
In 1919 she returned to Chicago where on June 18, 1920 she
married C.B. Larsen. They settled in Blair where her husband
was a long time professor of New Testament at Trinity Seminary
and of philosophy at Dana College. She died in Blair October 25,
1977. The following account was written shortly before her
death.
Dr. John Mark Nielsen
Dana College
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My daughter-in-law asked me to write down some
memories of my life.
My modest home was in Heming or near Heming,
Denmark. I had four brothers who were all older than I.
Then we were three girls, of whom I was the oldest. When
I was 9 years old, my mother was sick almost a whole winter. So being the oldest [daughter] I was to look after my
two-year old sister and also do the mending of my brothers' socks. Some of my brothers worked outside [the] home
by that time. I had just learned to knit, so among other
things, I remember I knitted a pair of pants for my baby
sister.
When mother got better, I was sent to a friend who
taught me to crochet and embroider. One brother gave me
embroidery scissors and another gave me a crochet box so
I brought my crocheting along to school and worked on it
in our noon hour recess in the winter. The lower grades
went to school three days a week and the older grades the
other three days a week. I was confirmed at the age of 14
together with 70 others in the class. The minister was
Provst Gotchea who later became bishop. We had very
good instruction.
At the age of 15 I was hired for the first time as second
girl in a home where the wife of the house had been an
invalid for 15 years. They were very good to me but I was
lonesome. I helped the sick lady with her long hair and
moved her from one bed to another. I was small of age but
strong so she trusted me to do that. Then I fixed her bed. It
was in the year when there was a big movement especially among the young people to have an experience of conlJ version to a living faith in God. I still remember how it
, came to me almost like a dove from heaven. I was assured
that my sins were forgiven. After that I closed the door into
- the bedroom where my mistress lay and I had devotion
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together with her each forenoon. She appreciated that and
I was happy too. I only worked there about six months.
My salary for six months was 25 kroner - just enough to
buy a watch for myself. That was something not every girl
could afford. After the six months, I was needed at home
again.
At the age of 18, I was hired out to an outstanding family for church workers. Out of the seven children in our
family, six worked for them -- one brother worked there
four years while most of us only worked there a shorter
time. Most farmers hired their servants for only a year at
that time.
For years I had an urge to serve God. The mission field
was in need of workers, and I heard several speakers asking the question "Who will go and work today? The fields
are white to harvest." The question for me was "How will
I get the education?" I applied for a grant to go to a folk
high school for three months. While at high school, Rev. N.
L. Nielsen and his wife visited and spoke at the high
school. Among other things, Rev. Nielsen spoke about the
· chances in America to work while earning an education.
Since my father knew Mrs. Nielsen and [they] had gone to
the same school as children, we talked to them and told
them that I thought I had a call to go and work in God's
vineyard. So it was arranged with them in a hurry that I
could just travel with them to America. They would treat
me as their own daughter. So it was arranged in a hurry for
me to leave my good parents and home and sisters and
brothers. We loved one another and hardly ever heard a
discouraging word said in our home. Little did I realize
that it meant almost for me to live in a different world. My
parents followed me to the shore of Denmark. My father
gave me the money for my ticket and a little left over. I
know it meant a sacrifice on their part at that time.
-34-

I will not go into details about the trip over here.
Everything was new and seemed big to me. It took about
two weeks from the time we left Denmark and landed in
New York. It was on a big boat from England to the new
country. Rev. Nielsen's helped me to enter America as an
immigrant and I had no trouble at any time. We landed in
America in September, 1911. They sent a card from New
York to Lindens in Chicago that we would arrive there by
train at such and such a time. We were Rev. and Mrs.
Nielsen, Miss Nana [Nielsen] (a teacher who travelled
with them to Denmark), an Indian boy named David and
myself. At the said time Mr. Linden met us at the train and
we were invited to their house for supper. We were only a
part of many who stopped there on their way from time to
time. While sitting there at the supper table, the question
was asked what I was going to do. So Rev. Nielsen said
they thought that they could leave me there in Chicago
where I could get a job and maybe go to evening school to
learn English.
So I was accepted into the Linden family as a younger
sister. I still remember Mr. Linden's answer to Rev. Nielsen
that it was all right with them if I would behave. I became
member of the Danish Church, Siloam, before I got a job
do housework that was far from the church and only a
times could I get there. Lindens told me that I could
t come back to them if I wanted to. I had not promised
stay any length of time. At Christmas time I got sick; I
it was mostly because I was lonesome, so I came over
Lindens and told them how I felt. I left my job and
dens took me to their Doctor and served as my interer. By then I was already much better.
In a short time, I was looking for another job. This time
dens asked me to find something so I could get to the
and they also needed help in the Sunday School. At
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that time, it was partly to learn Danish. There was a factory only a short distance from Lindens and I could walk
there and learn sewing. It was garters they made. At first
it was slow but after awhile I was doing pretty good. I only
paid a small sum for room and board. At the same time, I
could help [the] Lindens in my spare time. Sometimes
Mrs. Linden called me home from work to help her when
another group announced they were coming for supper
and [that they would] maybe stay over night, -- then Mr.
Linden would sleep on a cot in the kitchen. I slept on a
couch in the dining room for awhile.
So I sewed and saved money. In 1913, Mrs. Nielsen from
Oaks wrote a letter and said they could sure need my help.
They were building a church and had a carpenter and others working there, but who should pay my trip down
there? Again Mrs. Linden helped me. She had seen an ad
for a cheap ticket for home seekers to Oklahoma. So I got
a home seeking ticket round trip. If I remember right, it
was $10.00 and good for three weeks. I worked from early
to late, even helped to nail the carpet on the altar railing. I
had brought that with me from Chicago as a gift for the
mission. My pay for my work and the trip was a homemade quilt which usually sold for $3.00. That was later
stolen from my trunk in Linden's basement. In the meantime, I felt the three weeks well spent. I had been doing
mission work.
So I came back home to Chicago, started sewing again
at the same factory and earned and saved more money. At
the end of three years I had saved $500.00. In the fall of
1914 I entered Dana College where I took spelling, reading, and U.S. History and civics. I was as interested in
electing a president of the U.S. as Lindens, although I was
not a citizen, so I had no vote. (Again I came back to
Chicago and sewed at the factory.) One day I was called
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home from work. Somebody was there who would like to
see me. It was the president of our U.E.L.C. church and
one of the board members. It had been decided at the
church convention in June to hire a girl to take care of a
boarding home for children attending the mission school.
I had been recommended by Rev. N. L. Nielsen. They
offered me $25.00 a month plus room and board. I was
earning up to $40.00 a month in Chicago, but I accepted
the offer. Again I felt it was doing mission work. Rev.
Nielsen sent me a letter and said they had rented a house
close to the school, church and their place. The rent was
$3.00 a month, but it needed to be fixed up. They wanted
me to come a week before school started and help. The
way I got there was by train to Siloam Spring, Arkansas;
there I stayed at a hotel over night. The next morning I
found out that there was a man from Oaks to haul freight
back to the store in Oaks. He was driving in a lumber
wagon pulled by a team. We started out at 8:00 o'clock in
the morning and arrived at Oaks at 4:00 o'clock in the
afternoon. The distance was about 25 miles. When it was
up hill, I would walk to lighten the load. At twelve at
noon, we stopped and had a lunch of crackers and a can of
fish, while the horses were fed. The reason it took so long
was because he had a new cooking stove for Rev. Nielsen,
so I could get their old one for the boarding house. Well, I
was so shaken up from the ride and had a bad headache. I
asked how much I owed him and he said he got a penny
1
· for each 2 lbs. so I figured out that my weight was 125 lbs.
and my trunk 25 lbs. and paid him 75 cents. Rev. Nielsen
just laughed at that.
~
Rev. Nielsen thought that $25.00 a month was a big
•salary. That was all the two of them got when they started,
and they had to have a horse. It just took half of what they
got to keep the horse and who was to pay for my room and

l
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board? So here I was to start housekeeping with nothing to
start with. Nielsen went with me to see the house. The
walls and ceiling were just rough board with cracks in
between. This made it very cold in the winter, not to mention it was hard to keep clean. Well, we got Mrs. Nielsen's
old stove set up in the kitchen to heat water so we could
clean the walls, if there might be bed bugs. The house had
three rooms downstairs and one attic room.
The Indian family we rented it from had left an old bed
at the place because it had been in a fire, but the legs were
still good. Rev. Nielsen sawed some boards to make a bottom. For [a] mattress we sewed feed sacks together and
filled [it] with com shucks. There was an opening in the
middle of the mattress where I could stick my hand in to
shake up the shucks to make it soft each night. It was still
a problem where the bedding would come from. I had
brought some sheets and pillow slips along that I had
brought with me from Denmark. Well, with some help
from Rev. Nielsen I got enough to ,get along with for
awhile the first year. That bed I shared with two Indian
children, -- a girl 13 and her brother 5 years old. He slept
by the wall, and we got along fine.
We scalded the walls with boiling water, then nailed on
some gunny sacks and feed sacks; on top of that we hung
up wall paper. It was sent for at a cost of three cents a roll.
We used the same kind of paper in all the rooms. Some of
the teachers had arrived by then and helped me some.
Also, both Rev. and Mrs. Nielsen helped me.
Mr. Linden gave me a set of dishes before I left Chicago.
When Mrs. Nielsen saw them, she said she never had a set
of dishes herself. So I said she could have them if I could
get some of her old ones and some pots and pans for cooking. That deal was accepted. i got a kettle to cook potatoes
in that had a small hole, but.I could just put a straw in the
-38-

ole that would work. There was also a hole in the stove
ven on one side, but that could be remedied with a small
late in front of that.
I got up a little after five in the morning to warm the
house and bake biscuits for breakfast which we usually
had at 7:00. For our front room I stuffed an old school
nch with hay and covered it with cloth. In the kitchen
was a big table, and a bench was made with a board on top
of two boxes, one at each end. To store a few food items in,
e got an old book case.
Our first boarders were two girls, one a doctor's daughter and one a little younger whose mother was the druggist in a small neighboring town. They brought their own
bed and bedding. They were white and quite prominent
~ple. They paid $1.75 for room and board from Monday
morning till Friday after school. When they stayed over
Sunday, they paid $2.25 each. I bought groceries in a small
store in town. When I had a little left over of the money the
children paid for room and board, I bought whatever I
needed most for the house. I made a small rug for the floor
front of my bed, and we thought we lived quite comble. There was only one closet in the whole house, so
always waited til after the children had left before I got
dy. Whenever all of the children went home over the
eekend, I stayed at Rev. Nielsen['s] and slept with Nana
elsen who was a teacher there for many years. That was
treat. I helped Mrs. Nielsen every week with the washing
Mondays. They heated the water in a big black kettle
t in the open. Beside the fire was a bench with a wash
and board to rub the clothes on. So regardless of the
ther, we did the washing outside, but it could happen
changed the day. I also helped with the ironing on
• esa,ays. On Wednesdays it was Ladies Aid. We quilted
m 9:00 in the morning til about 11:00, then had two
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hours at noon to make dinner. Sometimes some of those
who lived a distance from there had dinner with some of
us in town. Again, we put in a couple of hours in the afternoon. Often old Uncle Bob, we called him, came and read
to us. Those quilts we sold to any one who would order
them. The price was $3.00 a piece. The cotton was home
grown, the seed picked out by hand and then carded. They
were very particular about the work and the quilts looked
very nice. They used the same pattern for all of them
which consisted of white and red material.
After my first year at Oaks, I came back to Chicago in
the summer on vacation. There I saw some chairs and a
dresser in Linden's basement, and I asked if we could have
them for the boarding house at Oaks. They were glad to
give them to me. I bought a few other things, -- some dishes and an old piece of linoleum for our kitchen floor. That
helped a lot to keep it warm in the winter. Some gave me
a money gift of $5.00 to use where most needed. I bought
an organ for $10.00 which was shipped down there also. I
remember Rev. Thorslev helped to crate it, and how much
it was to have it hauled to the station, I never found out.
Mr. Linden would not even tell Mrs. Linden that. I paid
$20.00 for the freight. We got the Sunday School superintendent to get it in Siloam Springs. All he got for that was
the use of the organ which was stored in his house, so they
could learn to play it. I cannot remember what became of
it. The six chairs and the dresser with marble top, we were
very proud of. The doctor's daughter who was there for
three years and graduated from eighth grade told me so.
By then the family had grown to about six, [though] some
were not there for the whole year.
I had gotten an iron 3 / 4 bed which I shared with a small
girl. Our milk we bought from Rev. Nielsen and also butter if they had it. We also bought some from others when-40-

ever we were able to. The hardest was fresh meat in the fall
until it was cold enough to butcher. Then we always
shared with Rev. Nielsen when they butchered a pig.
Sometimes we bought a squirrel. Sometimes we killed a
chicken or rather a rooster. Once we bought a big rooster
for 25. Mrs. Nielsen cooked soup on the bones and I made
meat balls from the meat for my family. There were eight,
and it seemed to me we were twelve at noon. Two boys
slept at Rev. Nielsen and had their breakfast there but had
the other two meals with the rest of us at the boarding
house.
In the fall of 1917 Marie Andersen and I took a trip to
Denmark. Marie Andersen was a girl I had met in Chicago
and who also stayed at Lindens. She later became Mrs.
.Thorslev. We arrived in Denmark just before Christmas
ind enjoyed very much to be with our dear ones for
awhile. Marie Andersen was engaged to Mr. Thorslev a
seminary student in Chicago and I to C.B. Larsen who was
studying at our seminary in Blair.
While we were in Denmark, America became involved
in World War I, and I did not get back until in June 1918.
My summer at Oaks June 1917.

Rev. Nielsen asked me to stay there and help for the month
of June so he could go to the convention [during the] first
part of June and then visit his brother in Michigan. They
offered me $10.00 and I accepted. It was in the month of
harvest and there was an old man named Larsen who had
a small hut and a piece of land next to where Rev. Nielsen
had bought 10 acres. Part of the 10 acres was in wheat or
oats. The other half was in a pasture. So in harvest time I
got up at 3:00 o'clock in the morning. Mrs. Nielsen made
breakfast and fixed a lunch for both Mr. Larsen and me.
After their cows were milked, I was ready to start out with
-41-

the three of them to the pasture; it was about a mile away
from Nielsen's through the woods. With the cows in the
pasture, I was ready for the harvest. Mr. Larsen cut the
grain with a scythe like they used in olden days, and I had
a kind of a rake with four long teeth to put it into bundles
and tie together. After we had finished Rev. Nielsen's field
of grain, we did the same for Larsen's crop of grain. He
had a horse, and Rev. Nielsen had the three cows so [as] to
have milk for both the family at the boarding house and
the family at their house. Nielsen boarded the two teachers and for some time had two boys stay there so they
could go to school.
At noon we took off one hour for lunch and then
worked until about 3:00 o'clock in the afternoon. Then I
started on my way home with the cows. After I got them
home I was to go to another pasture just about one-half
mile away where Rev. Nielsen kept his three horses. They
were always by the gate ready to go to the creek for water
to drink. I caught two of them and the third would follow.
Usually I got on the back of one of the riding horses; that
seemed to be about one fourth of a mile. When they had all
they could drink, I took them back to the pasture and
walked home. It was just about supper time by then. After
supper I was tired and it was still hot, so sometimes I laid
down on the floor for awhile before I got to bed to sleep
until 3:00 o'clock the next day. We got up that early
because it was hot in the daytime.
When Rev. Nielsen came home it was time to get the
harvest home. At first he would lay the bundles on the
wagon and I would fork them to him. On the way home
we had to drive over a small dry creek and I had to follow
so I could apply the brake on the wagon going down.
Sometimes we lost some of the load. So I asked if I could
lay it in the wagon and he would fork it up to me. That he
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agreed to and after the first load he never asked me to be
on the ground. I had learned that in Denmark, and I could
just sit on top of it all the way home.
After the month of June, I came to Chicago for my vacation. I soon got back to the factory and started to sew
garters again. Shortly after I got there I received a check of
$25.00 and I asked Mrs. Linden what she would do. The
check was from the U.E.L.C. treasurer and I had already
gotten my $10.00 from Rev. Nielsen. Mrs. Linden said "I
would send the $10.00 back to Rev. Nielsen and keep the
$25.00." She thought I had earned it. So that is what I did.
During the year of 1917 and 1918 when I was in
Denmark, the church board hired a girl from Racine to
take my place at the boarding house. but in the Fall of 1918
I was again hired by the church board to take care of the
boarding house. The family had grown. We were eight all
the time and for awhile three more. That was the hardest
year of them all because it was the year with the influenza
that took so many lives all over the States.
We had already decided just to close the school as soon
as some started to get sick with the influenza. It came in
the month of November. The only doctor in about thirty
miles territory lived seven miles from Oaks. His daughter,
who was one of the first at the boarding school, was still
there. Her mother had died. Also, her sister who was married and had two girls had died and the two grand-daughters were at the boarding school also. The father of the two
girls had married again and was afraid to take his two little girls home. They were afraid they might bring the flu to
their little baby. So they just stayed at Rev. Nielsen's. I
acted as a night nurse with the most sick and one of the
teachers went out to help as many as she could. I believe
she visited eight places in one day and made a meal for
them.
-43-

The doctor told us about one family who might need
help in the night. So both a teacher and I went there the
first night. There was the man and wife in one bed. The
wife was pregnant. In the same room was the man's mother and sister in another double bed. About 9:00 o'clock the
wife said she would need a doctor. The baby would be
born premature. So I was the one that knew the road the
best through the woods and with a lantern in my hand, I
ran to a house where the man lived who had a phone in his
store. As far as I remember that was the only phone in
town. I called the man out of bed. We went to his store and
phoned the doctor who lived seven miles away and I think
the only one at that time who had an automobile around
there. The dying wife said she would like to have her
mother come. She lived one mile to the other side of Oaks.
Well, after I got the storekeeper to call the doctor, I went
home to Rev. Nielsen and told them. So Rev. Nielsen
walked to the home of the sick wife's mother and father.
There were eight other children all sick and her father had
pneumonia and was unconscious part of the time so she
had all she could take care of at home.
Mrs. Nielsen and I started back to the sick family in
hopes that the doctor might catch up with us. We and the
doctor got there about midnight. The seven month baby
was already born and dead by then, and the mother was
dying. After the doctor had taken care of her, she also was
dead. I helped to wash her and dress her in her wedding
dress and the little baby in her arm. Then she was moved
to another room where there was a broken window so I
had to watch that a cat would not get in there to them. Mrs.
Nielsen and the teacher went back home with the doctor to
Oaks on his way back to Kansas. I stayed with the sick the
rest of the night. Rev. Nielsen took care of the funeral. All
they had was a few men who made the coffins draped in
-44-

black material and with handles screwed on.
My next duty was at the home of the dead wife's parnts as [a] night nurse. The father died only a few days
later. But some of the children were getting better. One girl,
sister of the dying mother, was still very sick and died
bout a month later. I was there several nights but then I
e down with the flu also. The last night I was there I
~ew some of the children started to get hungry so about
~:00 o'clock in the morning, I went out into the open chickn house and found a rooster in a nest. I killed and cleaned
at and had it ready for breakfast the next morning. When
visited there many years later one of the children asked if
I was the one that had fixed that chicken for breakfast for
them.
Well, I was in bed with the flu about a week and had a
temperature up to 104 degrees part of the time, but nothing alarming. I slept on a cot in Rev. Nielsen's front room.
As soon as I was able, I helped with the housework. Mrs.
Nielsen had a badly sprained ankle. After a month or two,
everything was back to normal and school was back in session again.
That spring a bunch of boys came around the house
where I stayed with the children. They threw something
on the roof of the house and tipped over our little outside
house. One night we even heard a shot outside. Sometimes
Rev. Nielsen would walk outside until I got the children to
bed. I believe we were eight. We did not dare to tum on a
light. Sometimes one of the teachers would stay with me.
[t was then decided at the convention to build a better
ouse and get a family there to take care of it and the children.
When I left that year after school, the doctor's daughter
graduated from eighth grade. She had been there since we
first started the boarding house. We also had two of his
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grandchildren for some years. The doctor took me to
Siloam Springs in his auto himself and thanked me for
what I had been and done for his girl. He sent her away to
a girl's school where he had to pay much more for her
schooling. The end.
For an account of the founding of the Danish Lutheran Church
Association's mission to the Cherokee in 1892, see: John Mark
Nielsen. "Our Mission to the Indians," The Bridge. Vol. 6, No.
2 (1983), pp. 5-17.

-46-

